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Summary		
Description of creative work  
A diagnosis of dementia sets an individual on a journey of change from which they 
will never recover. The journey not only involves themselves but those around them 
and changes their lives forever. The creative work presented for exhibition delves into 
the fictional life of a person receiving this diagnosis. Through found objects cast or 
impressed onto porcelain, a collective of plaques are made and installed onto a white 
wall to signify the life and journey of this person. The arrangements of the plaques 
start off orderly and gradually become disorderly to represent the confusion felt as the 
disease progresses. The human scale is deliberate in order for the viewer to be 
immersed in the experience of this life. The plaques are a representation of what 
might be found within the house of this fictional person. A plaque is a memento of a 
person or event that is an example of a physical memory that one has experienced.  
These physical memories provide a connection between the mind and the body to 
commemorate the life of this person. The work consists of several porcelain hand 
made disks, round and approximately twenty centimeters in diameter. Each has 
impressions made of everyday objects that may be found in a house, such as a 
wooden spoon. These impressions are rubbed with oxide to highlight the impressions 
of the object. Finally, the surface of each plaque will be finished with clear glaze.  
The installation will be exhibited at Sydney College of the Arts from the 22nd to the 
	 vii	
24th of February 2018. 
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Abstract	of	research	paper	
	
Repetition is an approach and an impulse that has been a driving force in my art 
practice, almost to obsession. The obsession to create the same form over and over 
again can be banal, so why intentionally repeat? Deficiencies to the form occur in the 
process of repetition, details get lost, just as details get lost with a person living with 
dementia. Repetition is also a key behavior in dementia, which is a deficiency of the 
brain. What impulse does a person who has dementia have, to repeat the same 
conversation to anyone who will listen? This thesis will attempt to articulate 
repetition and limitation, within my practice in ceramics. Using a neuro-psychological 
framework my research focuses on procedural memory. My work consists of 
numerous ‘experiments’ in clay and glass, creating forms with specific parameters. 
These guidelines will describe the way I create, and encompass limitation and 
repetition. Drawing inspiration from artists such as Maya Lin, Ann Hamilton’s, 
Marek Cecula and Gregory Barsamian, I hope to create a body of work that proposes 
a genesis within the context of dementia and art. 
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Preface		
My earliest encounter with dementia was around the time I was fifteen years old. 
There were whispers that one of my aunts, who had a very bad car accident years 
earlier, was showing signs of dementia. The recollection that I’d noticed most, of the 
glacial decline in my beautiful aunt, was that her enthusiasm for life was slowly being 
extinguished. Gradually, I noticed her once sharp mind had softened; this was 
particularly visible when my sisters and cousin were helping her prepare the annual 
Christmas pudding. Her inability to follow a recipe, specifically her confusion of 
which ingredient had been added clearly showed how much she had changed. I 
remember this event as significant, as our lives were changed forever.  
My extended family lived across the road from us for years. Our families during this 
time were enmeshed. My sibling and I were either across the road or their children 
were over at our place. The change in my aunt changed our relationship with my 
cousins. I wanted to help, to support but was unsure how. My mother was a great 
support to their family and our house provided solace and comfort for their children.  
Experiencing this illness at such an intimate level was heartbreaking. It had an 
enormous impact on me. Unknowingly, this familial situation led me on a journey that 
inevitably led me to this thesis. More recently, my family relived it when my 
Grandfather also suffered from it. I worked as a caseworker at a time where I was 
responsible for aged clients, including people with dementia. My work was to support 
my clients to stay at home for as long as possible and help their families connect to 
services that would allow this. I felt privileged to help, but also devastated. It was 
incredibly difficult to see family members on a rollercoaster of emotions with no 
control of the process. I watched as they saw their loved ones suffering, changing 
	 x	
each family’s story was similar, repetitive in nature and yet was different, which made 
each story unique. These differences are retained in my memory and as I write, my 
clients who have passed away are in my thoughts, and recollections of visiting them 
come flooding back. 
Dementia as an illness is curious, the illness infiltrates the brain and changes it 
completely. This path that I was travelling also led me to study psychology. Some of 
the most fascinating subjects I studied were neuropsychology and neurobiology. This 
entailed learning about the anatomy of the brain, the various functions that each part 
played, how memories are stored, retained and recalled. It also included studying the 
various dysfunctional illnesses that occur in the brain; particularly dementia. Again 
dementia inhabited my space and my life.  
Although previously I was working and helping people with dementia, from an 
outside perspective, now I was learning about dementia from the inside, literally 
inside the brain. With this newfound knowledge, I gained a different point of view, as 
well as a different skill set. I learnt about the various forms of memory, working 
memory, short and long-term memory, procedural memory and how this implicates 
the brain and its functions and dysfunctions. Learning created new memories in my 
own brain, the facts were stored and recalled while sitting for exams. However, the 
conceptual inferences of the brain, memory and dysfunction occupied my thoughts for 
years. I gave birth and raised three children not forgetting what I had learnt or the 
interest that had been piqued while studying. After suffering a late miscarriage and 
contemplating a Masters of Health Psychology, I started a drawing class that changed 
me forever. Memories of my childhood and early adolescents came flooding back, the 
love of drawing, of creating invigorated me. Memories of my love of art and study as 
an undergraduate at Sydney College of the Arts directed my path towards this thesis.  
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Introduction	
	
Two years ago, I completed a Masters of Studio Art and in my final semester I began 
to enquire about my past and present, and made it a focus of my studio practice. 
After years of not creating much, I started making. Specifically, I made cylinders on 
the potter’s wheel. Thrown cylinders were one of the first forms I was taught by my 
teacher in my undergraduate days and it seemed like the perfect form to master. So I 
set about forcing a limitation on myself to make cylinders to help my art making get 
underway. A push to pursue perfect cylinders drove my work. Idealised Kantian 
beauty motivated my eagerness to bring my technique up to speed. I found as the 
weeks went on, as I pushed the limits of the clay, my cylinders started to suffer, they 
collapsed and fell. After coming to terms with my limitations, I continued the pursuit 
of making cylinders; repetition, however, took over where limitation fell away. The 
theme of repetition became the motivator as opposed to trying to capture illusive 
perfection and beauty. As I continued making, unencumbered with negative 
memories, my skill improved and I found I could make cylinders more effortlessly.  
 
As I finished making batches of cylinders I found myself contemplating each form as 
a whole and the forms together as a group. In observing the forms as a group they 
looked similar. Yet, if I looked at each more closely, I could see small differences in 
each. I thought about the repetition of my life away from my art practice and found 
many similarities. Making the same meal at home over and over again. Placing my 
two year old on the toilet repeatedly. Sorting socks regularly, only to find the same 
odd socks, without their matching pair, every time. It seemed fitting that my life at 
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home and my life at university were similar and yet very different. Looking further 
into repetition of forms, I also began to realise that each time I would make a form, I 
would recall the memory of the previous cylinder.  
 
Having studied psychology, my interest in this subject emanates from a personal, as 
well as a professional experience; it was these that influenced my area of enquiry and 
studio work. Within the subject of neuroscience there was a component on memory in 
its various guises, as well as other conditions that are affected by memory loss. 
Dementia was a subject I was also keenly interested in, having had close relatives 
experiencing it. 
 
Procedural memory in the Encyclopaedia of Neuroscience1 is defined as memory of 
an ability developed by repetition, that is practising the ability until the ability is 
implicitly learnt. Sabine C. Koch et al2 describe procedural memory as a function that 
involves both the tactile or kinaesthetic and sensorimotor modalities, which involve 
both sensor and motor functions within the brain. Whereby once a procedure has been 
learnt explicitly (that is continuous attention to learning) the procedure becomes 
something that can be done implicitly, meaning that attention is not needed, and the 
body is kinaesthetically aware of what it is doing.  
 
The process of throwing is a procedure that is taught. There are many steps that need 
to be acquired before adequate skill can be developed. Once they are embedded 
explicitly the tactile experience of throwing takes over and allows the artist to create a 
																																																								
1	Larry	R.	Squire,	Encyclopedia	of	Neuroscience	(Amsterdam;Boston;:	Elsevier	Academic	Press,	
2009).	
2	Sabine	C.	Koch	et	al.,	Body	Memory,	Metaphor	and	Movement	(Amsterdam:	John	Benjamins	
Publishing	Company,	2012).	
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form implicitly. Throwing is a process that activates my body memory; there is a 
specificity of memory as each object is created.  This Masters in Fine Arts project has 
seen me cement those memories from my past life at Sydney College of the Arts and 
has seen me create new ones.  
 
These concepts of memory, more specifically procedural memory, are the key 
concepts for my thesis and art practice. Dementia in this thesis is used as a subject in 
the context of art. This thesis is the product of many years of thought, training, and 
lived experience. Each chapter is a reflection and testimony to these years and these 
themes echo the past to produce new memories for the future.	
 
Chapter One: Memory, Remembering and Forgetting, defines memory, from two 
viewpoints, a neuro-scientific and a philosophical one. These definitions inform my 
art practice by way of making my work by using memory exercises. The type of 
memory that is most pertinent is procedural memory, which uses body memory to 
remember an action.3 Michael Polyani, Henri Bergson and John Sutton refer to 
memory as a tangible connection between the body, brain and how they relate to the 
outside world. The theory of decay4 is also included in order to understand the 
concept of forgetting in my work Line of Lost Time (2016) as each object repeats and 
differs slightly, which reflects Gilles Deleuze’s theory of repetition and difference5.  
 
The work of artists Anne Hamilton (b. 1956, USA) and Maya Lin (b.1959, USA) is 
examined because they also investigate the notion of memory and repetition in 
																																																								
3	Michael	Polanyi,	The	Tacit	Dimension	(Garden	City,	N.Y:	Anchor	Books,	1967).	
4	Oliver	Hardt,	Karim	Nader,	and	Lynn	Nadel,	Decay	Happens:	The	Role	of	Active	Forgetting	in	
Memory,	vol.	17,	Trends	in	Cognitive	Sciences	(LONDON:	ELSEVIER	SCIENCE	LONDON,	2013).	
5	Gilles	Deleuze,	Difference	and	Repetition	(London:	Athlone	Press,	1994).	
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different ways. Each artist deals with memory and trauma, specifically (Hamilton) is 
using a particular time in history, whereas a universal historical link of trauma can be 
drawn in the other work (Lin) with both artists weaving repetitious qualities through 
the artwork. 
 
Chapter Two: Dementia and Memory seeks to express dementia as a narrative of 
understanding of what it is like to have dementia through art. Dementia is well known 
as a disease of memory loss, but it is difficult to empathise with what the sufferer 
experiences. By defining the qualities of dementia and using these as frameworks the 
hope is to shine some light onto the vast shadow that dementia casts. 
 
Dementia affects the brain; Marek Cecula (b. 1944, Poland) and Gregory Barsamian 
(b.1953, USA) whose work attempts to make sense of what goes on within a healthy 
brain are examined; what I find most interesting is what happens when disease 
infiltrates a healthy brain. As the disease disrupts the normal functioning it bares the 
failure of brain functions.  
 
Chapter Three: Objects and Memory speaks of the object as an integral avenue that 
allows memory and dementia to meet. Objects are universal and are used or admired 
or collected. They carry significance and the weight of fertile memory, past and 
present.  What happens when the memory of an object is forgotten? Does it lose its 
significance?  
 
Through my explorations with work I have made, objects seem to dominate. Teacups 
I make denote a common object. Usually the image of a teacup conjures memories of 
	 5	
drinking tea with an elderly relative. While the act of drinking tea is universal, there is 
a cultural specificity of the teacup form that I use which comes from a European 
tradition. The familiarity of these objects lends themselves to allowing the viewer to 
connect with the work on a personal level.   
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Chapter	One:	Memory,	Remembering	and	Forgetting		
This chapter examines memory closely from several perspectives. A neuro-scientific 
definition is imperative to describe different types of memory that occur in the brain. 
They are used as catalysts for my work. Memory used as a theme in art, as well as 
how memory has been illustrated in philosophy will also feature in this chapter. The 
description of memory from an additional humanistic approach contextualizes the 
work I make. These seemingly oppositional approaches offer a rich pool of concepts 
from which I draw meaning within the parameters of the materials I use (ceramics  
and glass). 
There are specific types of memory that drive my art practice. Memory as classified 
from physiological and neuro-scientific perspectives can be split into two different 
categories Implicit (nondeclarative) memory and Explicit (declarative) memory.6 
Implicit memory uses an unconscious recall that influences perception or an act, as 
well as how one behaves. Explicit memory is differentiated as a deliberate recall of 
consciousness.7 Under the headings of implicit and explicit memory there are several 
types of subcategory memories. The type of memory I most keenly focus on with the 
art that I make is procedural memory. 
Suzanne Nalbantian, Paul M. Matthews, and James L. McClelland define procedural 
memory as an operating, involuntary memory that conveys motor skills and 
behaviours that involve repetitive movement8. This involves the basal ganglia, a part 
of the brain that is responsible for motor learning, amongst other things. Examples of 
																																																								
6	Suzanne	Nalbantian,	Paul	M.	Matthews,	and	James	L.	McClelland,	The	Memory	Process:	
Neuroscientific	and	Humanistic	Perspectives	(Cambridge,	Mass:	MIT	Press,	2011).	
7	Ibid.	
8	Ibid.	
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procedural tasks are driving, playing the piano or knitting. These procedures are 
usually taught and are explicitly learnt.9 The task or procedure is learnt and repeated 
over time and is not only absorbed by the brain, but by the muscles in the body. This 
is reflected in my work, Line of Lost Time (fig. 1) that describes this process of 
making these ceramic teacups. 
Figure 1 Line of Lost Time, Eleni Tsomis (2016), white stoneware, lustre and 
glaze 5cm x 5cm. 
 
The use of teacups is intentional as there is a general association of a teacup and an 
elderly person; it conjures up memories of having a cup of tea with your grandmother. 
There is a serial element, and an aspect of the process of making these cups that uses 
memory and repetition.  Memory is important as it relates to the production of my 
work. My procedural memory is activated as I remember how I make each teacup. 
While making these teacups, my mind wanders to the time I spent with my 
																																																								
9	Eichenbaum,	Howard.	"The	Cognitive	Neuroscience	of	Memory:	An	Introduction.		
"	Oxford	University	Press,	no.	Oxford	Scholarship	Online,	2009	(2002).	
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grandmother as a child. As I manipulate the clay, the physical touch transports me 
back to the image in my mind of the previous vessel and I relate that, as a template for 
the next cup (fig. 2). This is reiterated in the video, I Remember Better When I 
Paint10. In this program there are numerous examples of people suffering from 
dementia, which show that by using their motor skills in doing something such as 
painting a picture they are helped to access memories in a different way. 
Figure 2 Work in progress Eleni Tsomis (2016), white stoneware approx.  
8cm x 8cm 
 
Repetition is initiated as each cup’s intention is to be made in a very similar, 
repetitious way, resulting in a series of vessels with slight differences. Gilles Deleuze 
makes reference to repetition and difference where repetition relies on difference. 11  
Further, to this argument, repetition is actually characterised by difference. 
Repetition, Deleuze suggests, is without form and it only reveals its form through 
difference. Difference casts an opposite image of the same repeated image. 
Differences highlight the sameness in a repetitive form. “Difference lies between two 
repetitions. Is this not also to say, conversely, that repetition lies between two 
																																																								
10	Berna	Huebner	Eric	Ellena,	"I	Remember	Better	When	I	Paint,"	(YouTube,	2009).	
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1595878/	
11	Deleuze,	Difference	and	Repetition.	London:	Athlone	Press,	1994.	
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differences, that it allows us to pass from one order of difference to another?”12 This 
is comparable and is the essence of: Line of Lost Time. That is, although each form 
essentially is very similar, they differ slightly nevertheless. This allows the eye and 
hand to detect differences in the surface and shape of each form. 
Procedural memory is usually retrieved in a form of activity that has been learnt 
through repetition. I am specifically interested in procedural memory, whereby 
information is retrieved in an implicit way13 Similarly, Edward Moss in his book The 
Grammar of Consciousness14 describes Michael Polanyi’s theory on tacit knowledge, 
whereby a person is able to surrender his/her own body from within, in order to make 
sense of what is outside their body, with regards to learning. The action learnt 
becomes sub-conscious and repeatable.  Henri Bergson speculates that memory acts 
in two different ways. The first type of memory relies on movement, a kinesis, which 
has been learnt, and flows unconsciously. The second type is an explicit recall of 
something learnt previously, which is brought to the present moment.15 
Further to this, John Sutton writes, from the book Material Agency Towards a Non-
Anthropocentric Approach16 that there is a very tangible connection between the 
brain, the body (muscles and nerves), as well as external materials. There is a 
proficiency the artist, actor or musician shows that is active within the body and is 
unable to be explained verbally. Each physical gesture is sourced from a depth of 
memory of expertise and thinking explicitly about the task will disrupt any effective 
flow. Further to this idea of explicit thought, Sutton contemplates Hubert Dreyfus’s 
																																																								
12	Ibid.	London:	Athlone	Press,	1994,	76.	
13	Eichenbaum,	Howard.	"The	Cognitive	Neuroscience	of	Memory:	An	Introduction."	Oxford	
University	Press,	no.	Oxford	Scholarship	Online,	2009	(2002).	
14	Edward	Moss,	"The	Grammar	of	Consciousness,"	(Basingstoke:	Palgrave	Macmillan,	1995),		
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/9780230378865.	
15	Henri	Bergson,	Matter	and	Memory	(New	York:	Zone	Books,	1988).	
16	Carl	Knappett,	Lambros	Malafouris,	and	SpringerLink,	Material	Agency:	Towards	a	Non-
Anthropocentric	Approach	(Boston,	MA:	Springer	US,	2008).	
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phenomenology of ordinary proficiency whereby the various stages between a 
beginner and master contain a measured letting go of any dependence on explicit 
knowledge, thus allowing the master to desert the need for explicit thought or 
memory recall. 17 This is evident when I am on the potter’s wheel using my implicit 
expertise, which allows a certain freedom that inhabits my mind and body with the 
creation of each vessel. This process is not encumbered by any explicit memory recall 
and this allows the activity to flow effortlessly from start to finish. 
In an article by Oliver Hardt, Karim Nader, and Lynn Nadel18 memory maintenance, 
memory decay and memory retention are discussed. There are two differing 
arguments as to why memories are forgotten. The theory of decay suggests that 
memories that are disused are gradually forgotten, like a muscle when not used, it 
atrophies. The other theory of active forgetting whereby memories are removed based 
on whether they are relevant or current.19 These two theories again reflect the process 
of making teacups.  The decay theory is apparent in my bodily memory of each 
teacup which fades as I make the next one. As I make each little teacup I allow myself 
to remember only the previous cup, which is abandoning any memories of previous 
cups. Each cup made is unintentionally altered and it is this forgetting slight details 
which also make each cup slightly different. Further to this, it is not just the act of 
forgetting that makes up these differences, it is also that each moment within the 
world shifts and changes. A neutral environment does not exist, even machine made 
objects are all slightly different. However, the slight differences are not only reduced 
by forgetting, details are also added during the process of remembering. Illumination 
of lost memory may be experienced by a dementia sufferer during periods of lucidity 
																																																								
17	Ibid.	
18	Hardt,	Nader,	and	Nadel,	Decay	Happens:	The	Role	of	Active	Forgetting	in	Memory,	17.	
19	Ibid.	
	 11	
where the memory may have been lost. The appearance of each cup has very slight 
differing finger marks, rims, feet and handles. Active forgetting happens as I continue 
the process of fashioning the clay, whereby I remember the importance of a particular 
gesture and allowing the abandonment of objectional gesticulations. This is evident 
again in the minor variances of each cup. As I make, although my memory of each 
cup fades, another memory is sharpened by the efficency of how I make. As I 
construct each teacup, my ability to make is enhanced. With each teacup made, 
unneccessary procedural details are forgotten and new details are inserted which 
creates a new process as each cup is made.  
As each teacup is made, my implicit memory is retrieved, and my hands are activated 
to make each work unconsciously. Implicit memory is said to be a type of memory 
that is functional and it is switched on in an unconscious manner, without consciously 
thinking about what you are trying to remember. 20   Implicit memory also 
encompasses a repetition of activity that ‘primes’ the brain for the specific action that 
is learnt. This is evident again as each vessel is made whether it be the teacups I make 
or vessels I fashion on the wheel.  
The theme of memory and remembrance in art is well documented in the book 
Making Memory Matter (2006).21 The author Lisa Saltzman compares two sculptural 
works that essentially provide the framework of this book. Maya Lin’s, Vietnam 
Veteran's Memorial, 1982 (fig. 3) is a massive monument of black polished marble 
that literally recedes into the earth.  
																																																								
20Howard	Eichenbaum,	"The	Cognitive	Neuroscience	of	Memory:	An	Introduction,"	Oxford	
University	Press,	no.	Oxford	Scholarship	Online,	2009	(2002).	
21	Saltzman,	Lisa.	Making	Memory	Matter:	Strategies	of	Remembrance	in	Contemporary	Art.		
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2006).	
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Figure 3 Vietnam Veteran's Memorial Maya Lin (1982) 
 
The marble is reminiscent of a tombstone, which exemplifies the subject of this 
artwork, being memory. On the marble, name after name is etched in sequence of 
fallen Vietnam soldiers. This work stirs up memories of those families who lost these 
men. Yet someone without any connection to the Vietnam War can also instantly 
recollect past relatives who have died in current or past wars. The materiality of the 
marble used conjures the idea of timelessness. Ancestry is another element that comes 
to mind while observing the marble. The names of the soldiers collectively engage 
memories of ancestors, which persist just as the marble suggests a permanence that 
endures.  
There is an element of repetition in this work that is reminiscent of my own work Line 
of Lost Time 2016 (fig. 4). 
	 13	
 
Figure 4 Line of Lost Time, Eleni Tsomis (2016), white stoneware, lustre and 
glaze 5cm x 5cm. 
 
Each teacup is original, but is also part of a collective, just as the name of each soldier 
bares witness to an individual person. The immense collections of names show us that 
these individuals belonged to a collective known as the army. Lin’s monument 
reminds one that each soldier’s memory is intact as proven with each name inscribed, 
but what are missing are the details of each soldier who is lost in time, which is 
similar to my teacups where details have been erased. Each teacup has a handle, a 
body and a foot, these are the details that change as each one is made and this 
difference makes the teacup an original, just as each solider is unique. 
The names etched in marble are comparable to the etched motifs in the glass of my 
work Don’t Forget Me, 2017 (fig. 5).  
	 14	
Figure 5 Don’t Forget Me Eleni Tsomis (2017) etched glass, porcelain and glaze 
15cm x 10cm 
 
The etching on the glass loosely resembles atrophied brain cells. The glass was 
marked to show the suffering that may be reflected on the faces of family that care for 
their loved ones with dementia. The etched names cut coldly into the marble are a 
reminder of the pain of loss and grief they evoke to those who are still living. The 
action of etching onto glass wears away the surface, the tool cuts into the glass under 
a constant stream of water to aid the cutting. Grief and suffering can also wear away 
at an individual and can emotionally cut and scar from the inside, where pain flows 
continuously. Saltzman compares Lin’s work, which evoked acute memories of war 
and grief, to Ann Hamilton’s, Welle, 1997 (fig. 6) that allows the viewer to read the 
work more obtusely.22 Where Lin’s work deals with a specific time in history, 
Hamilton’s work can be read as a more generic historical trauma. The wall is an 
																																																								
22	Lisa	Saltzman,	Making	Memory	Matter:	Strategies	of	Remembrance	in	Contemporary	Art	
(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2006).	
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expression of grief, it literally weeps. Historical comparisons of Hamilton’s work can 
be made with Christian icons of saints that have been known to ‘miraculously’ weep, 
bleed or lactate.   
Figure 6 Ann Hamilton Welle, (1997) 
 
The simplicity of the work can evoke the same emotions across all culture and 
throughout history. The silence and simplicity of the repetitive tears that flow can be 
felt and understood by anyone that views it. Everyone has experienced some form of 
grief and tears as human commonality. Grief is also evoked by loss of detail in Line of 
Lost Time 2016 (fig. 4), as detail is worn away. Similarly in the work Don’t Forget 
Me, 2017 (fig. 5), where grief is experienced collectively within the partnership of the 
sufferer and the carer. Represented here by the example of the assemblage of the 
ceramic and glass containers. The partnership of the sufferer and carer is represented 
in how each individual shape of the containers fits as a pair. The work as a whole has 
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five different pairs, each pair forms a material connection between the discourses of 
each container within each pair. 
David Freedberg argues in the chapter ‘Memory in Art: history and the neuroscience 
of response’23 that artists, specifically painters, have known the ability to evoke 
memories through the emotion of their subjects, but what is brought to the fore are 
visual responses, which in turn affect the body. Bodies, through the senses, are the 
first to respond to the work. Once the senses have been stimulated, by vision, this then 
evokes memories through the senses. This is evident in the video I Remember Better 
When I Paint24 that shows programs for people with dementia visiting museums. 
There are examples of people who have mid to advanced stages of dementia, which 
take part in this program and are shown paintings such as Auguste Renoir’s Luncheon 
of the Boating Party. 25 While viewing these works they are asked open-ended 
questions such as, how do you feel when looking at the work. These questions, as 
well as the visual response unlock experience, emotion, speech and memory within 
these people and they are able to articulate coherently an astute observation of the 
painting. Senses such as touch can also release memories. Again mentioned in the 
video26 are examples of people with dementia who show that, once they are given an 
art medium such as pastels and paper it is a like a vehicle that helps unlock memories. 
For example, a person may not be able to verbally describe their memory of Hawaii 
but are capable of drawing it. 
Memory is an important element that guides my work. The disease called dementia, is 
essentially a deficit of memory that afflicts the brain. In those afflicted with dementia, 
																																																								
23	Nalbantian,	Matthews,	and	McClelland,	The	Memory	Process:	Neuroscientific	and	Humanistic	
Perspectives.	
24	Eric	Ellena,	"I	Remember	Better	When	I	Paint."	
25	Pierre-Auguste	Renoir,	Luncheon	of	the	Boating	Party,	(1881),	Oil	on	canvas	
26	Eric	Ellena,	"I	Remember	Better	When	I	Paint."	
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the ability to remember names or faces or where the sugar is kept is lost. Memories 
that are recalled are often attached to the senses and muscles, such as painting, 
knitting or playing the piano. The work A Line of Lost Time 2016 (fig. 4), tries to 
show the loss and gain of memory within the process and action of making each 
teacup. My art makes links between the processes of memory coupled with the desire 
to repeat forms to portray meaningful work that reflects elements of dementia.  
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Chapter	Two:	Dementia	and	Memory	
In order to evoke the experience of the sense of dementia through a different 
interpretation, I feel there needs to be an understanding of this illness beyond its 
common view, and rather than through the eyes of doctors and helping professionals. 
Dementia is an illness that usually affects the aging population. The World Health 
Organization refers to dementia as a condition that is long lasting and pervasive which 
inhibits normal brain functioning. Dementia affects thinking memory and inhibits the 
capacity to perform everyday activities.27 This is framed within a medical or scientific 
model of how dementia is perceived. Most people understand dementia within these 
parameters. This chapter seeks to explore dementia from a different viewpoint, 
allowing the concept of dementia to be examined from a philosophical approach and 
within the context of contemporary art. I am exploring this through the artwork that I 
have made. I have used some of the qualities of dementia such as loss, erasure and 
confusion as a process of the work to show the physical qualities of dementia through 
clay and glass. The scientific definition of dementia also has significant relevance to 
this chapter, but the purpose here is to shift and expand the understanding of dementia 
from an illness to a metaphorical abstraction. The word dementia originates from the 
Latin word demens or dement, which literally means ‘out of one's mind’.28 The phrase 
‘out of one’s mind’ invokes an image of a person separating their mind from their 
body. This concept is a way of being able to step out metaphorically and looking into 
their mind externally but to see within, viewing their own physical brain matter, but 
also to see their thoughts and memories. This notion of seeing from within reminds 
me of a work by Marek Cecula titled Look Into My Mind (fig. 7). 
																																																								
27	Organization	World	Health,	Dementia:	A	Public	Health	Priority	(Geneva:	World	Health	
Organization,	2012).	
28	Angus	Stevenson,	Oxford	Dictionary	of	English.	
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Figure 7 Marek Cecula Look Into My Mind (2001) 
 
This work consists of porcelain slipcast heads and the viewer is invited to look into 
the head where there is a hole at the forehead. Inside there are images of Cecula’s 
memories represented by decal images. The images are depictions of events, people 
and places all of which show how memories can fill and inhabit the space in the brain; 
it represents a breakdown of memories into images that can connect the viewer by 
reminding themselves of their own perception of memories.  
The sculpture Artifact (2010) by Gregory Barsamian (fig. 8) is an enormous brass 
head that has fissures riddled over the surface with a blue light shining through.  
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Figure 8 Gregory Barsamian Artifact (2010) 
 
Once you peer inside these fissures you are given a visual insight into the imagination 
of the artist that appears to move. This is another example of a depiction of what 
might be viewed inside one’s head from the outside. Each work also uses scale to 
portray its message; Marek Cecula’s, Look Into My Mind, is the size of an ordinary 
human head, whereas Artifact (2010) by Gregory Barsamian’s head inhabits most of 
the space in the room it was exhibited in. Artifact (2010) shows the enormity and 
complexity of the brain through its wires and images and prompts the viewer to 
reflect on the intricacy of the brain. The sheer size of the head and the structures 
inside relate to the viewer from a collective viewpoint of humanity, impersonal and 
clinical. However, Marek Cecula’s, Look Into My Mind, in its human scaled version 
allows the viewer to contemplate the simplicity of memories and remembering. The 
viewers relate to it at a more personal level because of its physical similarity to their 
own head and the images they see within are familiar, relatable memories.  
Dementia is a disease that affects the brain in an invasive and degenerative manner. 
The evidence of atrophy in some areas of the brain is one of the usual indicators that 
dementia is responsible for these brain changes. Different brain structures are affected 
within the brain. Alzheimer’s patients have cerebral amyloid plaques and 
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neurofibrillary tangles, as well as atrophy of the cerebral area29, which are evident in 
their brain. Healthy brain matter that is usually so tightly woven together withers and 
wastes away. These changes in the brain structures have been a source of inspiration 
in my experimental work with clay. There is a link between changes in the brain and 
hardening structures in the physical property of clay. Clay in its malleable form is 
similar to the softness of a normal brain, clay dries if it’s left out in the air and 
becomes hard but brittle. As the dried clay becomes firm so do the structures of the 
brain of a person with dementia. Clay and the brain, shrink when there is a loss of 
water or blood flow. This atrophy changes their structures and connections cannot 
form, due to the changes in the brain and clay. Clay and the brain also retain 
memories. Clay retains physical memory by its shape; the marks made by the maker 
and can be readily accessed even though its material structures may change from wet 
to dry. Whereas although memory is still retained within the brain the change in 
physical structures makes it impossible to access those memories through the usual 
pathways, as the changes in these structures block access to memory. 
The connections that are so important in everyday life for the individual are, severely 
impaired. Ordinary tasks and routine are disrupted not only for the impaired 
individual, but also for the family or caretakers. In dementia, the disease causes a 
ripple affect30 where the impaired individuals are at the center and family, friends, 
caretakers and others are impacted. This flow on effect can occur with many illnesses, 
however dementia impairs the mind and memory and brain activity.  
Loss of memory and function of memory is key to living a normal life however; once 
that is lost many things are lost. The ability to carry out routine tasks gradually 
																																																								
29	G.	K.	Gouras,	"Dementia	A2	-	Squire,	Larry	R,"	in	Encyclopedia	of	Neuroscience	(Oxford:	
Academic	Press,	2009).	
30	World	Health,	Dementia:	A	Public	Health	Priority.	
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become impossible and the sufferers themselves become unrecognizable as an able 
person by becoming someone who cannot remember where the sugar is kept. A 
stranger inhabits their body and the memories that created the original person fade as 
each memory fades along with it. Memory impacts and forms an individual. A 
collection of memories contained within the mind as well as the body, are as integral 
as functioning organs in a body. Without these memories the original person with 
hopes, loves and dreams is lost. The perceptions of losing memories are an assault to 
an individual. Memories still inhabit the individual but the disease dementia, inhibits 
the connection like a ‘road block’. In the video, I Remember Better When I Paint 31 it 
shows how the action of painting or manipulation of clay actually can bypass these 
‘road blocks’ and allows some connections to flow again. By picking up a paintbrush 
and making a brush stroke or forming an object out of clay the sufferer’s mood 
becomes more focused and calm, their breath slows down and while engaging in these 
activities they are able to access memories from the past. 
The effect of forgetting in dementia from a practical point of view, is forgetting words 
and not knowing who you are, to forgetting loved ones.32 This loss is severe and is 
felt not just physically, but mentally and spiritually. An alien, a foreigner inhabits the 
shell that once was a normal person, a mother, a father, an aunt or a dear friend. The 
curious dilemma about dementia, for family and friends of the afflicted person, is that 
a person during early and middle stages of dementia largely looks the same. This can 
be confusing as they look generally well. It is only as the disease progresses towards 
the end, that it eventually takes hold of the physical body and the physical differences 
become more apparent. Although the person tangibly looks the same as soon as they 
open their mouth to say something or carry out an everyday task it is clear that there is 
																																																								
31	Eric	Ellena,	"I	Remember	Better	When	I	Paint."	
32	World	Health,	Dementia:	A	Public	Health	Priority.	
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a difference. Behaviour changes are incredibly apparent; a once mild mannered 
person can become terribly aggressive. Repeated questioning, wandering, 
hallucinating are just a few examples of what can occur. Inhibitions are dulled where 
once they were sharp and controlled. This flow on affect can be devastating and take 
its toll for the afflicted and their family.33 Within a partnership or family dynamic, 
relationships are put to the test. Relearning to live and care for a person, who goes 
through so many changes can be at times rewarding, but mostly challenging and sheer 
hard work. Life changes gradually for the sufferer and the carer with a finality that 
alters repeatedly and continues until death. 
Dementia cuts an enormous internal chasm; it rips through and leaves the person and 
everything around them in tatters. The person is left as a shell. A shell that is thin, as 
well as vulnerable and at any moment could shatter.  The shell is a representation of 
the person’s familiar physical appearance.  
Porcelain has a similar shell-like quality; the material lends itself to a fragile 
translucence. The materiality of the clay can be used to describe the shell or the skin 
of the afflicted person. The appearance of vulnerability of the clay again mirrors the 
defencelessness of the person with dementia. The walls of clay and the skin of the 
person are thin and fragile, you can see through the walls or the skin into a void, the 
void of nothingness that is either the inside of a vessel or the inside of a human mind. 
Physically within the body and mind, biological matter exists, within the space that it 
is held. Gaston Bachelard’s discussion in the Poetics of Space34 outlines the geometry 
of inside and outside.  He states in a philosophical context, inside and outside can be 
thought of as being and non-being. I draw inference from this concept of inside and 
outside as being and non-being with the mind and matter of a person with dementia.  
																																																								
33	Ibid.	
34	Gaston	Bachelard	and	M.	Jolas,	The	Poetics	of	Space	(Boston:	Beacon	Press,	1994).	
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In the work Line of Lost Time, 2016 (fig. 4) there is specificity with the form that I 
use. I use a delicate old teacup and associate this with finding it from a second-hand 
store (fig. 9).  
Figure 9 Found teacups (2016) 
 
This old teacup reminds one of having a cup of tea with a grandparent or an elderly 
relative. These teacups are found objects that inspired the physical shape and 
decoration for the work Line of Lost Time, 2016 (fig. 4). Along with the association 
with the elderly an old teacup also highlights dementia as an old persons’ disease. The 
teacup embodies the elderly diseased person; the being or inside that is, the organic 
matter of a person such as organs, veins and blood. Everything that the physical body 
needs to survive is carried within the space of the body or within the teacup. The 
dementia sufferer continues to survive as long as the body works. The brain continues 
to send messages to each organ to continue working and the organs oblige. The mind 
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also continues to exist in a state of emptiness, outside, non-being. The mind is 
seemingly hollow, just as the inside of an empty vessel and yet it contains 
memory/thought that cannot readily be accessed. Bachelard states ‘everything takes 
form, even infinity’35. With the work of Line of Lost Time, 2016 (fig. 4) which is 
limited to twenty-five teacups, the line represents an infinite amount of teacups to 
show that memory is not limited or lost forever. Memories and thoughts are lost in the 
mind of a dementia sufferer, scrambled ideas, memories, fears and emotions with no 
context. They have very little understanding of the person they are, they were and no 
understanding of whom they are becoming. Frustratingly, the dementia sufferer is left 
with concrete hints of their past such as skills like crocheting, but unless they are 
given a crochet needle and cotton, they have no avenue to direct their thoughts in 
order to make sense of it in their life. There are moments of lucidity, when motor 
skills are utilised and the person can make the hints become facts, it is like a snapshot 
of their life that they get to hold as a visual memory of their life and their being is 
suspended above the void of nothingness and then as suddenly as it appears it 
vanishes, leaving them in a state of utter confusion and disarray.36 Berchard states “In 
this ‘horrible inside-outside’ of unuttered words and unfulfilled intentions, within 
itself, being is slowly digesting its nothingness. The process of its reduction to 
nothing will last ‘for centuries”. 37 
The being, the physical, the body that belongs to the dementia sufferer withers and 
eventually is absorbed into the earth, whereas unuttered words and unfulfilled 
intentions are the memories and thoughts that are lost in the void of the sufferer with 
dementia and held and remembered by their loved ones. The loved ones that are left 
behind after the sufferer has perished are the keepers of the memories of the person 
																																																								
35	Ibid.	pg212	
36	Eric	Ellena,	"I	Remember	Better	When	I	Paint."	
37	Bachelard	and	Jolas,	The	Poetics	of	Space.	pg217	
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they loved and once knew, just as the teacups In the Line of Lost Time 2016 (fig. 4) 
stand testimony to each of these loved ones. 
Dementia doesn’t eradicate all memory; it tends to affect working memory and short-
term memory38. This type of memory is the ability to remember what you have eaten 
for lunch, or what a person’s name is or where the teacups are located. This memory 
when still working helps a person with day-to-day activity. It allows the individual to 
live a logical life without misunderstanding normal cues and forgetting people’s 
names. However, memory that is usually retained is procedural memory, which is a 
learnt memory by repeating the procedure manually through muscles. It combines the 
mind and the body to complete the task. I use procedural memory when I make my 
work. My muscles are guided by the learnt repetitious movements, which ignite my 
mind and memories of the past and create memories in the present. 
 
Defining dementia through art is a way to view it in a different way. Writing about 
cognitive tests or observing MRI pictures of unhealthy brains, this chapter sought to 
classify dementia from a more creative approach. By looking at other artists such as 
Marek Cecula’s and Gregory Barsamian’s approaches to the mind and brain from a 
three dimensional view through the artist’s imaginations of how the brain works or 
what memories are seen within our mind gives an avenue to allow my mind to wander 
and question what goes on in my own head and what might be going on in the head of 
someone with dementia. These thoughts and questions have opened up possibilities 
and have provided the inspiration within my art practice, specifically while making 
my final work Plaques of Lost Memory 2018 (fig.18). 
 
																																																								
38	Eichenbaum,	Howard.	"The	Cognitive	Neuroscience	of	Memory:	An	Introduction."	(	Oxford	
University	Press,	no.	Oxford	Scholarship	Online,	2009)	(2002).	
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Chapter	3:	Objects	and	Memory	
The work I make focuses on the relationship between mind and body. I use the 
memories of making artwork in the past as a guide to making current work. My body 
has learnt specific skills within the discipline of ceramics and glass, and my muscles 
have been taught specific repetitive movements that make up these skills. As I make 
my work, part of my brain uses the area where my procedural memory resides and in 
conjunction with my muscle memory I create, whether they are cylinder shapes on the 
wheel, tiny teacups or sets of glass and ceramic forms. In order for these works to 
materialize into the forms that I have a fondness for making, I draw on the broader 
concepts of memory and repetition as a way of completing my work, the forms are 
almost always vessels. These vessels are a comforting, familiar way of expressing my 
ideas and concerns and there is a familiarity with the process of making that draws not 
only from the muscle memory I’ve acquired, but also from my own memories of past 
and present.  
Picking up a pencil, paint brush or crayon and putting it to paper to create an image, 
from as early as I can remember, was second nature to me. The way I held the pencil, 
the differences in pressure and how that would relate to the marks on the paper was as 
natural as eating or sleeping. I can still recall the feeling of the butchers’ paper blank 
and awaiting the marks made by the preschool paint, which had a distinct, claggy 
smell.  These memories remind me of a wonderful time of creativity I had as a young 
child and the happiness I felt, which allowed me to express what I was feeling. These 
sensory experiences of feel, touch and vision tapped into a honing of skills through 
procedural memory, which I am still able to recall and use today. 
As a child I absorbed and viewed the world from a unique perspective and quickly 
realized that I was a little different in how I perceived the world. It has taken almost 
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forty years to realize these differences and accept that I, as a creative person, relate 
and visualize in alternate way within the world and all that it entails. Mihaly 
Csikszentmihaly, in his book Creativity, Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and 
Intervention39 outlines at the beginning of the book some understanding of how a 
person who is creative views their surroundings. Csikszentmihaly outlines one of the 
distinctive characteristics of a creative person as a certain sensory sensitivity, whether 
it is being able to understand light and colour on a greater level or being able to hear 
perfect pitch. These traits are hereditary characteristics of people who are creative.40 
Sensory ability and traits and how they relate to materials to create something are 
incredibly important to how artists work. Dale Atrens and Ian Curthoys in their book, 
The Neuroscience and Behaviour: an introduction41 explain, from a neuroscientific 
view point, what areas of the brain are utilized for sensory functions. This is useful to 
note as a general rule of understanding how the brain and body are connected and 
activated from a sensory point of view. The cortex is the main part of the brain that 
has two separate hemispheres which are connected by a collection of fibres know as 
the corpus collusum. Within the cortex there are neural pathways that have many 
functions. The sensory system has an arrangement of neurons that are projected in 
both hemispheres correspondingly. These projections are critically important as they 
feed information from various sensory stimuli.  
In his book Tacit Knowledge, Michael Polanyi42 refers to the body as the fundamental 
tool for experiencing information outwardly that is either conceptual or applied. We 
depend on our body, to feel the presence of the external and this means that we never  
																																																								
39	Mihaly	Csikszentmihalyi,	Creativity:	Flow	and	the	Psychology	of	Discovery	and	Invention,	1st	ed.	
(New	York:	HarperCollinsPublishers,	1996).	
40	Ibid.	
41	Dale	M.	Atrens	and	Ian	S.	Curthoys,	The	Neurosciences	and	Behaviour:	An	Introduction,	2nd	ed.	
(Sydney:	Academic	Press,	1982).	
42	Polanyi,	Michael.	The	Tacit	Dimension.		(Garden	City,	N.Y:	Anchor	Books,	1967)	
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recognize our body as an object, but as an entity that recognizes the world around us.  
By harnessing this information, we understand our body to be our own, not an  
external being. 
Polanyi identifies tacit knowledge as there being two terms ‘…the proximal and the 
distal, and recognized the way we attend from the first to the second, thus achieving 
an integration of particulars to a coherent entity to which we are attending.’43 This 
means that we are not just an observer, but are residing and experiencing from within. 
Henri Bergson writes in his book Matter and Memory 44 that perception of an object 
or an image in the world is solely reliant on particles that shift within the cortex of the 
brain. Bergson continues to argue that particles that exist and move within the brain 
also are connected to the body that it inhabits, as well as the external environment that 
nourishes with food, oxygen and sun. In the same way Polanyi describes the way the 
body recognises the outside world. 
There are many arguments in regards to how a person perceives an object and it is 
clear that the mind and the body are completely connected; both are an integral part of 
the process of creating an artwork. The touch and sensitivity of application to clay 
material is paramount just as much as the vision perceived in the brain of what will 
intentionally be made. Each is just as important to the outcome of the work. As clay is 
a material sensitive to touch, how the clay is handled is fundamental in the treatment 
of the surface and form. Such as the naïve finger marks made when creating the 
teacups, or the amount of pressure that is used when throwing my vessel (fig. 10). 
 
																																																								
43	Polanyi,	Michael.	The	Tacit	Dimension.		(Garden	City,	N.Y:	Anchor	Books,	1967)	pg	18	
44	Bergson,	Henri.	Matter	and	Memory.		(New	York:	Zone	Books,	1988).	
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Figure 10 Work in progress Eleni Tsomis (2016) 
 
In the book Evocative Objects: Things We Think With, Susan Pollack, writes ‘The 
Rolling Pin’,45 a beautiful story in which she describes the significance of a rolling 
pin that belonged to her grandmother. A rolling pin would be considered an ordinary 
object to most people, however to Pollack this object stimulates her mind and body. 
																																																								
45	Sherry	Turkle,	Evocative	Objects:	Things	We	Think	With	(Cambridge,	Mass:	Massachusetts	
Institute	of	Technology,	2007).	
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Pollack’s memories are firmly planted within the rolling pin of her grandmother. The 
thought of this object summons smells and images of the kitchen of her grandmother. 
The simple physical action of closing her eyes evokes her mind and memory to the 
food, drink and love that her grandmother provided during her childhood within the 
physical space of her kitchen.  
Pollack as an adult has her grandmother’s rolling pin and uses it to make food for her 
own children. She describes with tenderness the memories that flood her when she 
uses it. ‘I exert gentle pressure and roll the dough back and forth’, the tactile pressure 
of exertion is the tactile knowledge of her past. Pollack adds, ‘This tactile ritual takes 
me back to the warmth of her kitchen, the aromas of her cooking and the comfort of 
her presence.’46 Sensory touch and memory are at play. This ordinary object provides 
a rich sensory experience that arouses memories of the past, comfort in the present 
and an avenue to create new memories for the future.  
 
Throwing cylinders is one of the first forms one is taught when learning to throw. As I 
begin on the wheel and my mind and hands are activated on how to remember to 
centre the clay, my memory drifts back to my lecturer showing us how to open the 
ball of clay from a solid shape to a rough cylinder. I feel the texture of the clay and 
my mind and fingers align to understand how much will the clay yield. The clay, my 
hands and my mind form a symbiotic relationship whereby each touch and thought 
are projected into the clay’s form and surface. As each cylinder is made the 
relationship between the body, mind and clay become more aligned, almost to 
machine perfection. As I am not a machine, where machines cannot even produce 
identical forms, invariably differences exist within each cylinder. Sometimes ridges 
																																																								
46	Ibid.	pg	227	
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may form as I have pulled up the clay in the body of the cylinder or an air pocket may 
appear. The height or breath of each cylinder is never the same. My brain tries to 
remember how the previous one was made, but I feel my mind betrays me. There is a 
thought that runs through my head that says the previous one was made this size and 
this height and at this thickness. These thoughts lull me into a false sense of security, 
however I discover my brain playing tricks on me, or perhaps it is my memory. A 
memory cannot be truly replicated just as a handmade object also cannot be repeated. 
My memory seems to fade even as I make the same thing over and over again. 
Several small details are lost, and new details replace them. My attention is brought 
back to developing the form of the cylinder.  
The wheel continually spins at a controlled speed and allows my fingers to guide the 
clay into the cylindrical shape it is to become. Every ball of clay that has been 
prepared is a potential form to become the shape that it has been considered. Each 
cylinder has been manipulated to a point where it cannot withstand before folding. 
Finishing the cylinder is the best part as the form has been created but the details are 
added. There is satisfaction viewing the final physical result after picturing what it 
might look like in my head. The pin tool punctures the base of the form to create a 
wedge like shape. It cuts into the clay effortlessly; the bamboo tool comes into effect 
to capture the clay that has been pierced. It creates a ribbon of clay as the wheel spins 
around. Once the excess clay has removed the steel kidney tool is used. This kidney 
tool is useful to create a smooth skin on the outside of my cylinder. I scrape away any 
human marks, fingerprint or any visible trace of imperfection. While making these 
objects at the time I was obsessed with the thought that beauty equates to perfection 
and so by removing all traces of human touch I would achieve beauty (fig. 11).  
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Figure 11 Cylinder Eleni Tsomis (2015) 
 
Influenced by Gwyn Hanssen Pigott’s vessels and Edmund de Waal’s cylinders 
simplicity of form and grouping I set out to achieve my own objective. To set a 
limitation of form, only making cylinders would surely equate to perfect beautiful 
objects. This thought was influenced by my Greek heritage where beauty was 
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considered by the Ancient Greeks to be orderly and morally good, as Crispon Sartwell 
explains. ‘The Greek word for beautiful (‘kalos’) and beauty (to ‘kalon’) have moral 
as well as aesthetic force. They refer to ‘nobility’ as well as to what we would think 
of as direct visual beauty.’47 This concept permeated through my life from my Greek 
background and art was only good and worthwhile if the work was perfect and 
beautiful. It was this concept that drove a striving for perfection and beauty within 
these cylindrical forms. ‘The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the 
object, and this consists in limitation.’48 As Imannuel Kant49 says there are limitations 
to beauty. Although there was deep satisfaction in completing that work Cylinders 
2015 (fig. 12) surely beauty wasn’t limited to perfection. 
Figure 12 Cylinders Eleni Tsomis (2015) white stoneware, glaze, 20cm x 7cm. 
SCA painting studio 
 
While studying at Sydney College of the Arts, my idea of beauty was opened to 
include other philosophies of beauty including Wabi-sabi. This type of aesthetic 
venerates imperfection. Wabi translates to ‘poverty’ and Sabi translates to 
‘loneliness’, 50  it is a beauty that is humble and still. ‘Wabi-sabi is a broken 
earthenware cup in contrast to a Ming vase, a branch of autumn leaves in contrast to a 
dozen roses, a lined and bent old woman in contrast to a model, a mature love as 
																																																								
47	Crispin	Sartwell,	Six	Names	of	Beauty	(New	York:	Routledge,	2004).	pg	88	
48	Immanuel	Kant,	"The	Critique	of	Pure	Reason,	the	Critique	of	Practical	
Reason	and	Other	Ethical	Treatises	the	Critique	of	Judgement,"	in	Encyclopedia	Britannica,	Inc	
(1952).	pg 495	
49	Ibid.	
50	Crispin	Sartwell,	Six	Names	of	Beauty.		(New	York:	Routledge,	2004).	pg	113-114	
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opposed to an infatuation, a bare wall with peeling paint in contrast to a wall hung 
with beautiful paintings.’51 This statement by Crispin Sartwell captures the essence of 
my changed aesthetic.  This aesthetic was applied to making my little teacups, with 
the process of hand building. With the Wabi-sabi ideal in mind, I found two modest 
teacups that would become the object that I would imitate. Teacups hold a very strong 
and early memory for me. My grandmother would make Greek coffee in little coffee 
cups, not dissimilar to the ones I found at the shop. She would carefully roast the 
coffee in a pot called the briki and would pour the steaming coffee into the cup. We 
would share this coffee, she would pour some into the saucer and I would sip it 
carefully, enjoying the bittersweet taste. The memory of this transports me to a past 
where as a child, life was simpler and carefree and the recollection of her house 
brings a snapshot of a happy moment and reminds me of our love and connection to 
each other. It also brought to the fore the loneliness my grandmother would feel as 
she was getting older. As a young adult visiting homes of my clients who had 
dementia and being offered the coffee in little coffee cups again reinforced these 
memories, emotions and loneliness of my grandparents. The teacup or coffee cup 
works as a catalyst for memories, it reminds me of my grandparents; a personal object 
can remind the sufferer of a past experience.52  
The idea of making the teacups again revolved around memory, reminiscent of my 
childhood. This collective association of teacups would be something that most 
people have experienced, most likely as children with elderly relatives. The ritual of 
drinking a cup of tea is prevalent in most cultures and is usually associated with an 
older generation. While the process of creating The Line of Lost Time 2016 (fig.13) 
was similar to my previous work Cylinders 2015 (fig.12), which was my final work 
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for a Masters of Studio Art, the aesthetic treatment was different. Instead of using just 
the memory of the cylinders in my head this work also used my vision. My memory 
of the original teacup occurred by viewing the original piece and taking it away from 
sight. The original shape is suspended as a visual in my brain. A visual of the teacup 
is in full view in my consciousness, momentarily. Using this ever-shifting image I 
create the first and original teacup with my hands. These teacups are hand-built. The 
main body is made as a pinch pot. A small ball of clay is taken and my thumb 
punctures the top of the ball and the thumb gradually makes its way down to the base. 
My fingers and thumb work quickly to fashion a basic teacup shape. I stand it on its 
bottom and allow the base to flatten, then rolling out a very small coil then makes the 
foot of the teacup. The base is moistened with slip and the coil is attached carefully 
with the help of the bamboo tool used earlier with my cylinders. Once the foot is 
complete, the cup is left to keep its shape. A handle for the teacup is made as well by 
rolling out a small coil and attaching it to its side. This process is repeated until 
twenty-five teacups are formed. Twenty-five is a representation of an infinite amount 
The Line of Lost Time 2016 (fig.13). 
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Figure 13 Line of Lost Time Eleni Tsomis (2016) 
 
Each time I make a teacup I put the previous one away and use my visual memory to 
picture the teacup and then use my procedural memory to recall how I make each one. 
My hands take over, and I am not consciously thinking of what I’m doing. My hands 
fashion the body, make the foot and make the handle without any mindful process of 
what is being done. There is a communion between my consciousness, my body and 
the teacups, willing me to fashion it to the image in my head. It is a moment of flow 
where there is an alignment between the environment and myself. This feeling 
reminds me of William James’s description of a phenomenon called Mysticism of 
Passivity, where the body is taken over by a greater force from the outside 
environment.53 
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	 38	
Once the teacups have been made and dried, they are fired in a bisque kiln at 1000 
degrees. Each teacup is then dipped into a clear glaze and fired in a glaze firing at 
1260. Once fired, the next process begins. Again the body takes over and it becomes a 
process of repeatedly painting the same flowers and designs in the same colours over 
and over again. The teacups are fired in a low temperature kiln so the enamel adheres 
to the glazed surface. Gold lustre is added over the top of the enamel colour as a 
definition. Each rim and handle are painted to highlight their forms. These teacups 
evoke the process of memory loss and repetition through the process of making each 
one. Each teacup describes the process of dementia within each detail lost and found, 
together they are a testimony to memories that are captured, sometimes lost and 
sometimes found. 
Don’t Forget Me 2017 (fig. 14) encompasses the themes of dementia, memory and 
the human relationship between the sufferer and the carer, a mother and daughter, a 
husband and wife. Each pair embodies the memories of their previous and present 
relationship. Some fit easily together and others are awkward, reflecting the beauty 
and the adversity of such relationships. Glass and ceramics are intentionally used in 
tandem to illustrate the differences and similarities between the sufferer and carer. 
The sufferer visually masks their illness, however the legacy of their illness is often 
etched onto their carer’s face, which is illustrated by the motifs etched onto the glass 
vessels. The materiality of clay and glass are both strong and fragile and both embody 
memory. Clay and glass once manipulated with hands or tools remembers the shape 
they are fashioned into. Each pair connects through the differences of materials. Clay 
and glass have dissimilar properties once fired, both are strong yet breakable, their 
appearances are different but this difference complements each other. This connection 
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of materiality is captured as a dialogue of love between sufferer and carer, through the 
material’s differences, which reflect how relationships between two people work. 
Each pair denotes a unique relationship; one pair may rest easily, another more 
awkwardly. Each though is inimitable and work together with their own language, 
their own exceptional love. Each pair also shows the willingness to look after each 
other in difficult situations. The way each person within the relationship wears the 
illness is also reflected. The sufferer usually appears visually unaffected, yet the carer 
typically bares the illness externally. The glass object in each pair has been etched to 
resonate this message. The disease marks each person differently, so each form is 
slightly different. Some pairs have a better fit; the point of their relationship is in a 
more harmonious cycle. The more awkward pairs reflect the harder times within their 
relationships. Each relationship is also in a state of flux whereby they are 
intermingled between the memory of their past and of their present and how these 
memories coexist within the relationship. This work is a snapshot of a time in each 
relationship; a time of complete togetherness, of support, of failure or heartache. 
Within each pair, one person is usually resilient and the other more fragile. This is 
echoed in the materials I have used. Clay and glass are both incredibly fragile and 
delicate, as well as resilient and robust.  
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Figure 14 Eleni Tsomis Don’t Forget Me (2017)  
 
Don’t Forget Me 2017 (fig.14) is an example of a partnership where the carer is 
holding the sufferer, literally and effortlessly. A husband who is now the sufferer and 
the wife who is now the carer, traditional roles have changed. This role between the 
husband and the wife is a reflection of my culture and the experience I’ve had with 
clients of the same culture. The carer may support with the love and devotion or 
perhaps they support because it is what is socially and morally expected of them. The 
glass here holds the ceramic vessel to show the strength of the carer and yet the 
transparency of the glass also suggests how precarious and fragile the carer may 
become if they are also not supported. The ceramic vessel rests along the rim of the 
glass and is suspended. The weight is held by the rim of the glass object burdened by 
the density of the ceramic object again signifying the important role of the carer.  
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Figure 15 Eleni Tsomis Don’t Forget Me (2017) 
 
Don’t Forget Me 2017 (Fig.15) encapsulates another type of support. Martin 
Heidegger’s 54 analysis of a jug looks at the way it supports itself as an object but also 
the space it supports inside the vessel. He argues that the jug is a thing that can 
contain, either air or liquid. Theses two vessels (fig.15) each contain their own space 
independently but also respectively. Each vessel has its function to contain, the glass 
object is placed in a more familiar upright stance, and if it were to contain liquid it 
could be able to do so. The ceramic object in the background is balanced on its side it 
is not well supported and although as a bowl its function is to hold food or liquid, in 
this position the only thing it can do is hold air. The connection here is not as strong; 
they are placed together and relate, but not as intimately as in (fig.14). Heidegger55 
relates nearness as a relationship of focus between a body and a thing. Both objects 
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55	Ibid.	
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(fig.15) are near to one another, they relate to each other because of their proximity. 
This nearness creates a special tension between the objects and this can also signify 
where tension starts to build between the relationship of the carer and the sufferer.  
The tension between the two objects, both are fighting for attention as your gaze 
alternates between the glass object and the ceramic object, just as a carer who may be 
a daughter of the sufferer who is her mother. Old conflicts may arise between the two 
who are navigating a new relationship. 
Figure 16 Don’t Forget Me Eleni Tsomis (2017)  
 
Don’t Forget Me 2017 (fig.16) this work evokes the sense of the sufferer losing 
control of their abilities, behaviours and actions, it is wobbly, disjointed and unsteady. 
It is the carer that stands firm in the middle and centres the sufferer from complete 
collapse. The strength of the carer keeps the sufferer composed, again the relationship 
between each shows the importance between the two. Here the clay in its materiality 
shows how impressionable clay can be, through its folds and slumps it reveals the 
fragility of a sufferer with dementia. The glass vessel cements a foundation for the 
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clay vessel. The glass object is thick which gives the impression of strength and 
solidarity; the finer clay object relies on the thick walls of glass to support their 
relationship from total ruin. Heidegger discusses the job of the walls and base of a jug 
is how it stands, but this is not where the holding occurs. He declares that, the potter 
making the jug is actually shaping the void within the jug and manipulating clay 
around this void.56  The spatial relationship between these two vessels holds each 
together, not the forms themselves. This space translates to all the unsaid, intangible 
emotions felt between the sufferer and the carer, which bind them together in a 
cumbersome way. 
This connection of materiality is captured as a dialogue of love between sufferer and 
carer. The dynamics of different love are evident in each pair. Glass is in a hot liquid 
form before it is fashioned into an object. A glass object is at a very hot temperature 
after the artist has finished making and is then put into the kiln to cool down to touch. 
A ceramic object is cool to the touch before firing it and needs to be taken up to a 
high temperature before it is strong. These subtle differences between clay and glass 
are reflected by the differences in the various relationships between carer and sufferer. 
Eros57, which is a passionate love, is very intense in the beginning, which echoes the 
hot glass that comes out of the furnace. As the glass is manipulated it cools and needs 
to be continually reheated in order for the work to remain pliable to finish its form. In 
contrast, clay is cold and warms to the touch, it is an easier material to work with, 
once put into the kiln to be fired, it fires at a measured schedule. This mirrors a type 
of love called pragma58, which is a practical love that lasts the distance. All these 
qualities in the materials run parallel to the qualities of the relationships between the 
sufferer and the carer. Eros, pragma and even agape which is a love that is altruistic, 
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are types of love that all run within a marriage as opposed to Storage more commonly 
experienced by parents and children, it is a familial love that carries the bond between 
them.59 
My final work, Plaques of lost memory 2018 (fig.21) uses the function of a plaque, 
which is a keepsake of a person or event, to evoke the lost memories of a person with 
dementia. A plaque is often displayed within the European cultures and more often 
within the houses of the elderly population. These objects serve as reminders of their 
past, their homeland, their religion or experiences. I recall visiting many homes of my 
elderly clients and seeing various plaques scattered throughout their houses. It gave 
me an insight into what the person experienced in their life and what was important to 
them. Within my own work I use the form of the plaque as a vehicle to describe the 
journey of someone with dementia. The journey starts with functioning cognition and 
gradually shows deterioration of ability until they use only motor skills and then they 
fade as well. The plaques are also a faint representation of plaques that form in the 
brain, which inhibit the connections between new memories and cognition. The 
impressions made in the porcelain plaques are of everyday household objects, which 
induce both functional and experiential, such as a wooden spoon (memory of making 
cakes). These impressions of objects are the catalysts of memories lost and found, 
remembered and forgotten. The plaques represent a testament of a person’s life with 
dementia; it proves their existence before the disease and through their suffering with 
it (fig. 17 and 18) 
Making these plaques was a lesson in time, memory and repetition. The action of 
making slabs of porcelain clay and cutting it into circles evoked a sense of memories 
of my first time using the slab roller, again years ago as an undergraduate student, 
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learning how clay responds to touch and manipulation. The surface of each plaque 
was either degraded with impressions or worn away with finger marks. Impressing 
each plaque was consciously made, some with strong pressure imposed by the 
impression of the cuff of a teacup, (see fig 17)  
   
Figure 17 Plaques of lost memory, work in progress Eleni Tsomis (2018) porcelain 
10cm diameter 
 
or by barely skimming the surface of the plaque (see fig 18) where I lightly rolled a 
crystal glass which left hints of its pattern onto the plaque.  
 
Figure 18 Plaques of lost memory, work in progress Eleni Tsomis (2018) porcelain 
10cm diameter 
 
I used cobalt carbonate in liquid form to enhance the impressions made. Again I was 
heavy handed with some and light with others. I used my fingers and rubbed the 
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liquid to get into all the cracks, nooks and impressions. This was the most pleasurable 
part of the making process, a sense of stripping back to a younger age when fingers 
were an acceptable way of making marks. The process of using fingers again brings 
attention to the fact that dementia brings the sufferer back to a juvenile state where 
muscle memory is remembered. 
 
 
Figure 19 Plaques of lost memory, work in progress Eleni Tsomis (2018) porcelain, 
cobalt and clear glaze 10cm diameter 
 
I imagined, during this process of making this work, a persons’ life that experiences 
dementia in later life but has a fairly uneventful earlier life. When I say uneventful I 
mean living life without major trauma and experiencing childhood and adulthood 
without too many difficulties. Major changes happen in their life when dementia starts 
to take hold. I had this very general timeline in my head when I was mapping out the 
work and its very early stages (see fig 19). 
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Figure 20 Plaques of Lost Memory, work in process Eleni Tsomis (2018) 2m x 2m 
  
While installing the work, I consciously started from the top working in a very 
accurate way. I painstakingly measured the distance between each plaque, for the first 
five rows or so and gradually certain plaques “fell” out of place, like they slipped and 
as they made their way down to the bottom there was no ordered sequence. As I 
installed this work I felt this mimicked the journey of someone with dementia, the top 
and middle reflect the majority of years that have faculties intact. The gradual decline 
embodies how the disease gradually takes hold and order is replaced by haphazard 
chaos. This work encompasses this thesis as a journey and as an overview of 
dementia. Each plaque however serves as a detailed reminder of memories made and 
forgotten.  
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Figure 21 Plaques of Lost Memory, final Eleni Tsomis (2018) 3m x 5m 
 
Memory is a common thread featured in the works that I have described and 
procedural memory is carefully threaded through each work. As mentioned earlier it 
has been shown that some people with dementia seem to retain their procedural 
memory. In particular, as mentioned in the "I Remember Better When I Paint."60, this 
sort of research shows that dementia is not an automatic death to quality of life.   
I see this as understanding dementia in another way. This remembrance through the 
motor skill of memory is reflected in the way I make the ceramic forms as I am also 
using my own procedural memory to make these forms. The memory of these actions, 
are reflected in the finished form.  
 
Using clay as a medium as a way to express my work has similarities to making 
cookies. The right pressure and using the right tools to handle clay is just as important 
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as using a rolling pin to make dough. My first exposure to clay was in high school as 
a sixteen year old. Up until then creating an image was always done two 
dimensionally. My senses when experiencing clay for the first time awakened and I 
fell for the material completely. There was a different way in which I perceived the 
world, new neural pathways were created in my brain and memory that were learnt 
within my fingers, hands and arms. The works I make at present, the tactility of clay, 
still flood me with the memories of my teenage years but the feelings of angst have 
since dissipated.  
In the later part of 2016, I was introduced to the allure of glass blowing. Glass and 
clay are molecularly similar materials, however, to manipulate them into forms uses 
very different techniques. Heat is a major factor of glass and glass blowing, to make 
anything out of glass it must be hot whereas hands are used as tools to create clay 
objects, special tools are used to control and fashion molten glass. The tools become 
extensions of your hands to a certain extent, but the intimacy of clay allows a 
different memory to be retained. Learning glass blowing and using my motor skills 
though gestural movements has created new memories, but also stimulated old ones. I 
recall myself as a child of five, on a family holiday in Italy. I am again transported 
through time back to Murano in Italy watching glass blowers making objects. As a 
child, the liquid glass being manipulated by the skilful artist blowing a horse that I 
still cherish now. I am certainly not as skilful as the glass artist but feel connected to 
him after so many years. Similarly in the "I Remember Better When I Paint."61, clip 
that shows Hilda who is a resident, memories of painting coming back to her once her 
body was stimulated and when she created gestural paint strokes on the canvas. 
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Objects, memories and materials relate to each other but also create relationships. 
Certain objects elicit memories and feelings like a rolling pin did for Susan Pollack62 
and a glass horse for me. Objects also bring comfort to people with dementia and it is 
often an object from their past that they can recollect. Through the analysis of the 
work I make, the vessels and objects are meaningful on a personal level and have a 
certain specificity to me but also in a broader sense share qualities and memories that 
most people can identify with, such as a vessel, a wooden spoon or a teacup. The 
aspiration I have for the objects I make is to facilitate memories in other people to 
create a kinship from their experiences to mine, by using the common materials, clay 
and glass. 
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Conclusion 
 
I sought to find a new meaning in dementia through ceramics in the context of visual 
arts and through my art practice. A diagnosis of dementia may feel like a death 
sentence, as the future of the individual is essentially the death of the person they are. 
Memory loss, loss of bodily function, personality and behavioural changes are their 
future. Having worked with people with dementia and also relatives, there seems to be 
a single faceted approach to giving some quality of life to people living with this 
disease. It is in the context of medical, psychological and social level only. The visual 
arts are a way of tapping into people living with dementia to help engage their senses 
and their general wellbeing.  
Chapter One: Memory, Remembering and Forgetting, discussed memory and how it 
works within the brain. This working knowledge was then applied to my art work as 
well as drawing from examples of other artists who use with memory in various ways 
such as Anne Hamilton (b. 1956, USA) and Maya Lin (b.1959 USA). This provided 
me with a rich tapestry of conceptual ideas that allowed me to approach memory from 
different facets. I discovered with the ceramic experiments I made that an object made 
couldn’t be replicated; they can appear to be similar but will never be the same.  In 
addition, the body and the mind enhance this, as not only I experience the memory but 
the viewer does too. 
Chapter Two: Dementia and Memory demonstrates that by learning about abnormal 
brain function we learn how a healthy brain should work. Comparing works such as 
Cecula’s and Barsanian’s interpretations of brain functioning gave my work a context 
to canvas, observe and appreciate how the brain and mind function abnormally. Using 
the materials of clay and glass I attempted to bridge lost connections within the brain 
and within familial situations with the interrelationship of clay and glass objects. 
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Although grasping an understanding of how dementia can affect a person’s quality of 
life can be difficult, there are other non-medical ways to avoid this problem. I work 
with these alternative means to demonstrate that dementia, though a multifaceted 
disease, can allow the sufferer to live meaningfully by opening up to the experiences 
of alternate connections through tactile, visual and other memory enhancing, recalling 
memories, even if fleetingly. 
 
Chapter Three: Objects and Memory observed the significance of objects and how 
they affect us in the past, present and future. Simple, useful objects like teacups and 
plaques have collective connotations attached and it has been a useful tool by which I 
have been able to express concepts. They helped to demonstrate and create a 
discourse between the universal understanding of dementia and allowing the viewer to 
feel an intimate personal connection. The second way is that it has allowed me to seek 
out my own understanding of dementia through my own personal memories, 
experiences and objects that are important to me and through which I demonstrated 
alternative ways of living with dementia and possibly making use of these methods in 
a practical sense. 
Writing this thesis was challenging. I had a clear understanding of why I wanted to 
write this thesis, which was to show dementia from a different viewpoint. My 
theoretical research confirmed some of my hypotheses.  After finishing however, I 
started teaching some classes at nursing homes. Most were dementia patients and 
although the theoretical research was helpful, I realised that in practice there were 
issues that needed to be refined. I am currently working in aged care as a carer and 
my clients’ most common problem is isolation. In some cases, reuniting my clients 
with their past interests seem to help their mood and daily life. This is an area that I 
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with to conduct further research with the aged but also with other age groups. Anxiety 
and depression seem to be a common theme across all age groups, engaging in artistic 
projects seem to help ease these issues, this is where I plan to focus my attention in 
the future 
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